222                   tflbe %ife of (Boctbe
Solemnly and yet roguishly the grey-haired poet adds to his narrative: "It was a strange decree of overruling Providence, that in the course of my singular life I, too, should experience the feelings of one who is betrothed/* But the pleasant, tender, satisfied feelings which he had in mind vanished with surprising swiftness. Hardly had the ring bound him when he would have liked to file it off. Events took the same course here as in the case of Frieder-ike. Only the greater the danger the harder the struggle. 111 should be a fool," he had exclaimed a few weeks before the betrothal, in Stella, under the mask of Fernando, "to allow myself to be fettered. This condition [wedlock] stifles all my powers; this condition robs my soul of all its courage: it shuts me in. I must get out into the free world." The storm of his desire for liberty seizes his ship of life and casts it away from the haven of domestic happiness, to which it had just come near, and out again into the wide sea (to Herder, May, 1775). "I must get out into the free world," was his first clear thought after the betrothal.
Then, just in the nick of time, there came to his home about the middle of May, the fiery disciples of the Gottinger Hain, the two counts, Christian and Friedrich Stolberg, on their way to Switzerland. They were joined in Frankfort by their friend, Baron Kurt von Haugwitz, later Prussian minister, all of them enthusiastic admirers of Goethe. These companions, all overflowing with youthful spirits and idealism, spent happy hours of exalted feeling with Goethe; and Fritz Stolberg, at that time more or less revolutionary, recited some fearful strophes in which he cooled his hatred of tyrants in the blood of tyrants. Frau Goethe, who was call Frau Aja, after the mother in the novel Die vier Hai-monskinder, was astonished at the terrible outbursts of anger over the tyrants. "She had scarcely ever heard of tyrants," her own son narrates jokingly; "she only remembered that she had seen in Gottfried's Chronicles pictures of such inhuman creatures. And in order to give a harmless turn to the raging hatred of tyrants, she brought